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This book series is dedicated to all the nameless volunteer blood donors, my doctor, and nurses at Las Colinas Medical Center in Texas who helped me pull through when I had suffered extreme blood loss, blacked out, and nearly hit my head on the floor. Your team gave me bags of blood for transfusion, which helped restore me to a level of safety.

My body craved the blood to keep alive, yet the thought of having to receive the blood from others because my own body couldn't generate it fast enough, made me empathize with vampires like Jaegar and Stuart.

When faced with death by blood loss, you realize how precious that blood in your veins and that beat in your heart are. Thank you blood donors around the world for providing this pulse for me and everyone who may at one point or another require your gift.

Sincerely,

Kailin
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The wind whipped against them as they moved; the stars grew bright and them dim again, shimmering faintly against the velvety sky. They had vanished over the Atlantic Ocean and felt the salt spray them, but that was an hour ago – and in that time Kalina's muscles had begun to ache with the effort of holding on. She could not let go – letting go meant falling. And even if her muscles had slacked, her desire for him would have kept her close. Even with this exhaustion in her bones, these muscles clinging to him as they flew against the rising of the sun, trying to outstrip its heat and danger, Kalina wanted nothing more than to stay close to him. She could smell the musk upon him, the delicate smell of leather on the jacket he wore, the deeper-still intoxication of the smell of his blood. For she could smell the blood, now – the Carrier blood within her had come to its full fruition, and although she did not hunger for it as vampires did (a hunger to bite, to eat, to consume), it nevertheless prickled her desires. Octavius’ arms were muscular and taut around her, and as they found land once more beneath them (speeding rapidly through Spain, through France, then eastwards still until they had dotted the Black and the Caspian Seas), Kalina could not help but wish that it would always be like this. She never wanted to move; she never wanted to change. She wanted to rest, contented, in his arms, in the glory of being near him, the glory of nearness.

“We're almost there,” Octavius whispered, and his voice thrilled her. It was tinged with sadness – Kalina knew why – and yet in its melancholy Kalina heard something deeper than mere misfortune. It was the sadness of centuries of loss, centuries reawakened by this latest blow. She knew how he had suffered; she knew that he had witnessed much loss, much pain, since those days of Ancient Rome during which he had known a life like hers.

She ached to comfort him and knew she could not. She had lived nearly eighteen years; he had lived centuries. How could she find some commonality with him – how could she explain that she, too, understood what it was like to live apart, to witness the death of those one loved, to know that one's life would never be fully human.

For she was a Carrier; she felt that now, more keenly than she had ever felt it. She was not human. She was not a vampire – but something unnatural and strange had made its way into her blood. She did not move as humans moved; she did not think or feel as humans thought or felt. The realization – coming to her fully as she remembered the latest fight with Mal, the dark strength that had taken over her – made her sick and proud at the same time. Proud that she could fight, that she could defend herself, that she could hold her own amid the so many who had died to keep her alive.

And sick.

Because if she was not human, not vampire, but only this strange and in-between creature – what was she? She felt repulsed by her own body, her own nerve-endings and the scent of her blood. What was she that so attracted vampires, the scent of her blood driving them to such madness? What was she that she could not live, as her brother did, a normal life, peace and quiet and medical school?

But did she even want it? She had never wanted normalcy as a child; she had wanted to be special, to be different, to be great. And now, flying to the heart of Mongolia, the desert sands harsh against their skin, blistering against her hands and feet, Kalina felt at last the full weight of that difference. But she didn't want to be anywhere else. She was in Octavius’ arms – the arms of the man she loved but could not have. The man who would not let her have him.

The vampire.

They landed two hours later at an old caravanserai – the ruins of what had once been a great Silk Road palace, welcoming merchant travelers with their caravans piled high with silks and spice and gold. Most of the caravanserai had since collapsed, but a portion of it had been built up again in its old historic style. The archways stood glorious and imposing before her.

“We're about two hundred miles east of Ulan Baatur,” Octavius said. “You know, there's a legend that Genghis Khan used to stay here.” He gave a grim smile. “More than a legend. You see, I knew him. I stayed here then. He was one of us, after all.”

The steppes were dark and forbidding. She looked out at the moonlight and could see only endless stretches of tundra sand and the prickling sensation of incipient frost. In the distance she could hear the footsteps of horses – wild, she imagined – and she shivered at the loneliness of it all.

But she was not lonely. She was with him.

“It's one of the Order's outposts, now,” said Octavius. He did not look at her. She knew that he was remembering, as she was remembering, the last time they had gone alone together abroad. But that was a different story. That was a different life. Octavius had taken her away, shown her the world through his eyes, taken her to museums and told her stories of his old life. With him, she had felt that she stood on the precipice of something greater, of something so much more than this life, this century, this world. She had listened to anecdotes involving Dante and Caesar (he had fought with Julius Caesar!); she had studied him with a mix of intellectual curiosity and fear that had, gradually, turned to love. He had sought to make her love him – to compel her to give to him her Life's Blood, the secret of mortality.

And then she had loved him – she had! -and he had refused her. He had stopped all at once his pursuit of her, and now she was pursuing him in his retreat! Jaegar and Aaron and Stuart (Stuart! Where was he now?) - they had all loved her easily, too easily. They were Octavius’ offspring, after all; they shared in his blood-bond with her.

And with them she had developed a series of loves – each leading into the next, her love of one based in a complimentary love of the other, so that she could not conceive of her relationship with any one of them apart from her love of the rest. She did not love Jaegar-alone, or Stuart-alone, but loved this connection she felt with all of them – the bond of blood that called them to her and called her back to them.

Octavius’ blood. His blood in them. Their maker's love for her. The bond they all shared.

He showed her around the palace, pointing out her room to her (the very end of the hall, she noted. As far from his bedroom as possible – did he hate her that much? Or trust himself so little?), ordering the servants to prepare something for her to eat (and she knew he was hungry too; she saw it in his eyes and wanted to harness it).

“Jaegar has sent telepathic word to me,” Octavius said gravely. “Mal is in hiding at the moment regaining his strength. We should be safe for the night.”

One night – that was all she wanted from him! One night to sit by his side and speak to him and convince him that he could love her as he had done in the old days, that he could let himself love her! They would be safe; they would have until morning. She would convince him; she had to convince him! Her grief over almost losing Stuart made the thing more immediate. She had lost too many of the ones she loved. She could not lose him too.

Her mind flashed back to Jaegar. He loved her too, and she felt it. She felt his desire for her; felt a longing for their easy friendship. Why couldn't it be this easy with Octavius?

They sat together in the dining room as the servants brought Kalina a dish piled high with aromatic rice and herbs, scented and colored with saffron. Octavius sipped a glass of vampire wine as she dug into her food with relish. The journey had been tiring – for him, she imagined, as much as for her.

“Does it ache?” The awkwardness between them was palpable. She wanted to rush to him, to soothe the aching muscles with her fingers – with her mouth...

He shook his head. She could see his desire for her in her eyes; she wanted to harness it, to control it. Why did he persist in refusing her? She shook back her hair – aware, tantalizingly aware that she was exposing her neck to him, exposing this quickening beat of her blood.

We have work to do,” Octavius’ voice was pained. “We must track down all the children – who knows how many Carriers have been infected?”

“Not infected,” said Kalina. “It's a gift, not a curse.”

Her mother and father had given their lives to the syringe that could turn those with recessive Carrier genes into full-fledged Carriers. Her mother...no, she could not think of that now! That young, hard, dark-eyed figure who had fought at her side, who had revealed to her the existence of the other carriers – could that really be her mother? She thought of the woman who had raised her – the kind, round, cherry-cheeked woman that she had called “Mommy” and shook her head. No, Max – whatever she was to Kalina – was not her mother.

But she was the one who had made the other Carriers. The ones who would be in danger, now, if Kalina didn't stop it.

“A gift, perhaps,” said Octavius. “But a dangerous one. For themselves and for those around them.”

Kalina knew what would happen to the Life's Blood children once they turned sixteen and started manifesting symptoms. Mad renegade vampires like Mal would hunt them down, seeking the eternal powers that were given to those who had enough of the intoxicating mixture, drunk straight from the children’s' veins. Or else, worse, they would be caught by saner but more profit-minded vampires, who would keep them as slaves, take vials of their blood, and use these valuable morsels of Life's Blood as currency: selling hundreds of them to powerful vampires or else using them to induce weaker ones – content with a mere taste of the drug – to fight in their armies. Both prospects filled Kalina with horror.

“It's strange,” she said at last, “to think of these other Carriers. For so long I thought I was the only one – or almost the only one.”

“You're likely one of the last natural ones left. These Carriers your mother has created – we don't know how they'll work. Whether they'll have the same...abilities?”

“The same mutations, you mean?” Kalina gave a sad laugh.

“It will be a long road.” Octavius looked down. “I am glad to have you by my side during it.”

Kalina's heart leaped. So he had missed her! She knew it – she had seen it in his face. But still Octavius did not look at her.

“Always.” She took his hand, and he did not shy away. He looked embarrassed; he started to say something and then his words failed him.

“I am sorry I have been so...absent, lately.” He started again. “I am glad to have you close enough that I do not need to protect you from a distance.”

“I can protect myself!”

“I feel better about having you here. With me.”

“That's the only place I've ever wanted to be, Octavius.” Her voice sounded older, Kalina realized. Softer. More womanly. She wasn't a girl anymore – if she had ever been a girl. She knew what she wanted, and she wanted him. “If you'll have me.”

“It was never a question of that.” Octavius sighed. “I cannot make you happy – in the way that you need. And you cannot make me...no, not happy. Being with you makes me happy. But the true happiness, the happiness of breathing, of feeling a pulse once more within me. That happiness I cannot allow you to give me. That happiness I cannot allow myself...”

“But we don't need that!” Kalina rose and went to him, sitting beside him on the long pillows that lined the room. “I don't need to make you human – not yet! I can wait.”

“My dear, you will be long dead by the time I can allow myself to be made human.” He did not meet her eyes. “If ever. You have a lifetime – not a long one, from the point of view of a vampire, but one that could be long enough. You could be happy. You could give great happiness – your destiny is to love a vampire. To turn him – or her – human.”

“But not you?” Kalina's voice trembled.

“You don't know how I wish you could. But there are things greater than love in this world, Kalina, and greater than desire. Something vampires so rarely grasp.” He sighed. “I have turned many men into vampires for the purpose of saving my kind, and for saving the world from those vampires of my kind who wish to destroy it. I have destroyed their lives, their hopes, their promise. I have made them witness the deaths of their grand- and great-grandchildren. How can I take the release while they are still fighting there? While I am still needed to lead them?”

“I don't care!” Kalina said. “I don't want to turn anybody – then! If not you!”

“And lose your chance at happiness? At true love? Jaegar loves you, Kalina – and I know you love him. I know your love for him is strong. And he is the last one left...I am not jealous – or at least, my jealousy is blended with kindness, for I love Jaegar as I would love my own son. I want to give him the happiness I cannot have. And you – I know you love him as well as me.”

“Not jealous?”

“I cannot allow myself to be jealous, Kalina.” Octavius sighed. “I cannot allow...”

“Enough with this allowing!” She twined her arms around his neck. “Listen, Octavius, I want you. And if I can't have you tomorrow then tomorrow I'll give you up. But we have tonight, don't we?”

“Don't tempt me...”

“I just want tonight.” She turned her dark eyes – the color of melted chocolate – upon him, and then she knew he was powerless to resist her. Centuries of battle – centuries of discipline and war and killing – and he could not resist her shoulder bared in the light of the faint-rising sun.

He took her in his arms. “Kalina, this can't last.”

“It doesn't have to.”

“Kalina, I love you...”

“I love you!”

“...too much to hold you back.”

“Let me decide!”

She kissed him roughly, a series of quick, insistent kisses, that made it evident she knew better than he did what she had planned. His lips against her ear; her mouth on his chest, his whispers against her skin – the confessions, battered out of him by her siege, of his love.

And then the door swung open.
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The servants were apologizing in rapid Mongolian – the vampire and the boy had been told to wait in the parlor; the vampire hadn't been able to wait and barged in while the butler had gone to order him tea! The humans tea, of course – and vampire wine for Master Jaegar. They hadn't meant to intrude – certainly would never let anyone burst in on the Master's private rooms under ordinary circumstances, especially in these dangerous times. But they knew Jaegar and didn't fear the human, so they hadn't been so careful.

“Never you mind!” Octavius waved the servants away. Jaegar stood with a wry and feline grin in the doorway, Justin weighed down with baggage behind him.

“I say, Octavius,” Jaegar bounded in, plopping down on the cushions that lined the room. “that wasn't very polite of you! Whirling off like that. You may be ancient enough to carry a full-grown girl (no offense, Kalina, I know you're very light of frame) a few thousand miles in a couple of hours, but I certainly wasn't interested in carrying her much-bigger brother! (No offense, Justin, I'm sure you're loads of fun to hold in my arms, but I haven't been interested in that since the eighteen nineties, and even then just because all of Oscar's friends...Oscar Wilde? Heard of him? Great chap. A bit smug but he always had good snuff.)” 

Kalina couldn't help but smile. She hadn't seen Jaegar in this cocky a mood since they had first met. She could see behind his eyes that the arrogance masked a certain pain – he too, had been shaken by almost losing Stuart – but he wouldn't for the world have admitted it.

“Jaegar!” Octavius said lightly. “How did you get here?”

“The plane,” Justin sighed as he unloaded the baggage. “Flight to New York, change for a flight to Heathrow, change for a flight to Ulan Baatur. Luckily, Jaegar sprang for first class.”

“All the best people do,” Jaegar smiled. “Now, we assumed we'd be sleeping in your room – but I see you have company. We'd hate to intrude on an evidently private moment.”

So, he was jealous! Kalina felt herself blush. This relative good humor – tinged with envy – about the trading of partners among vampires embarrassed her – she had not yet learned to treat her love of Jaegar and Octavius (and Stuart!) as things capable of being held side by side. Jaegar and Octavius certainly didn't see the betrayal – they, not she, were responsible for ensuring her love, but Kalina thought of her Catholic adoptive mother and grew scarlet.

Justin, too, looked eminently uncomfortable. One vampire getting handsy with his sister was enough – more than two was a brother's nightmare.

“Don't be silly,” said Octavius. “Of course you can sleep here if you like. Or down the hall, near Kalina's room, there's a few guest bedrooms.”

Kalina's room. She sighed. Not here, then. The moment was over.

“Shall we get someone to eat?” Jaegar smiled. “The housemaids all seem quite willing – I assume they like it...”

Justin looked a bit green, and Kalina shot him an encouraging smile. She hadn't quite adjusted to that element, either.

“No, thank you,” said Octavius swiftly. “You know I avoid the human.”

“I can see that.” Jaegar raised an eyebrow.

“Justin, shall I order you some more pilaf?” Octavius turned to him.

“You know what? I'm not hungry.” Justin looked like he wanted to avoid the topic of food around vampires altogether.

“I'll go arrange you a room,” Octavius swept out of the room.

No sooner had Octavius gone from view than Jaegar strode forward, evidently aware that his rival was out of earshot. “Hello, m'dear!” He looked down at Kalina. “Missed you.” He took her hands and kissed her roughly on the mouth. “Hope you haven't gotten into any trouble while I've been gone?” He winked.

She allowed him to kiss her, feeling her mouth open to his rough and insistent tongue. She longed for Octavius – in the next room! Already gone from her! But Jaegar's arrival had put her back into reality. She had her affection for Jaegar, their witty repartee, their easy friendship. Couldn't that be enough? If only she could be sure....

“I missed you too,” she said softly. Then she decided to keep things light. “Thank you for babysitting Justin,” she said with a wink.

“I'm no baby!” Justin looked like he had just about enough of vampire humor for the evening.

“Oh, but you are.” Kalina smiled, but she was serious. “To these old hands, we both are, aren't we? And you especially. So ignorant of vampire life! All so human.” But she wasn't human. The feeling of strangeness shook her once again. Her brother – her own brother! - was an entirely different creature. The man she had grown up with, who had protected her and loved her and tucked her in at night, was a thoroughly different thing than she was herself. The idea terrified her.

“Hey, can I have a moment with Justin?” She turned to Jaegar with pleading eyes. She just needed  a moment, she felt – just some time without vampires in the room, clouding the air with hormones and desire, to take stock of herself, to remind herself that she was just a girl called Kalina Calloway, that she had a brother. Panic rose up in her throat; she looked down at her hands and they seemed that they weren't even hers. They belonged to another creature now. A Carrier.

She remembered how she had jumped and run and walked up walls, how her fighting blood had taken hold, how she had performed acrobatics...like a dance, she thought, choreographed by some unnamable force within her.

“As you wish!” Jaegar brushed closer. “But meet me on the balcony when you can.” His voice was low and lilting and against herself Kalina bristled with desire as his lips brushed against her ear. “I want some time alone with you.” His fingers traced the contours of her hip.

It took a while after Jaegar left for the balcony, facing the inside of the courtyard, for Kalina to regain a sense of balance. Why were these vampires always doing this – flying in and out of her life, confusing her as her blood called out to each of them in turn! She sighed. “Well, big brother,” she began. “I'm glad you came along. But you will need more babysitting, you know – if you want to stay safe.”

“Nah, I'm a big boy.” Justin embraced his little sister, enveloping her in a great bear hug. It was a comforting feeling, Kalina thought, to be able to be embraced like that, to give herself over to a true, genuine warm hug, free of confusion, free of her other interactions – tinged, as they were, with desire. Her blood was safe here.

No, she thought. Whatever happened, whoever she was – whatever she was – Justin was her brother.

“I'm always careful,” Justin continued. “Believe or not, I can even fight for myself now. Jaegar's been teaching me how to fight. He's not so bad – for a vampire. And for my sister's...”

Boyfriend? Friend? Companion? Lover? None of those words seemed to fit any of them.

“Special gentleman caller,” Kalina laughed.

“Sounds old-fashioned.”

“They're old-fashioned.”

“I say,” Justin said. “If I had so many girls, you'd slap me and call me a playboy.”

“If you had so many girls,” Kalina smiled, “you'd be too full of yourself to care what I had to say about it.”

“True,” Justin shrugged. “I guess I'd rather have you picking among three or four guys than the alternative?”

“What's that?”

“Sitting around, waiting to be picked. The way I spent my high school years.” 

Kalina laughed. Looking at the handsome man who stood before her now, Kalina found it hard to believe that this confident, vibrant brother of hers had ever been too terrified to even try speaking to a girl.

“At least I know they'll treat you right,” said Justin. “As long as they don't eat you.”

“Well, there is that.”

“But don't go breaking too many hearts, yeah, sis?”

Kalina flushed. “It's not so simple,” she said. There was her heart in the balance – her constantly changing, fluttering, fast-beating heart, this heart that pulsed blood that everybody else wanted, that she herself did not know how to control. How to explain to Justin this magical hold that these vampires had over her – this calling of a nature she hadn't even known she had? How to explain the way she felt – her heart being shunted back and forth like a Ping-Pong ball from one of them to the other.

And Octavius – so far away from her. Octavius whom she could never have – Octavius whose remoteness, whose distance, whose beauty floored her.

“Eh, you're still a teenage girl after all.” Justin could see right through her, even now. The thought made Kalina feel a little better, a little more human.

“What do you mean?”

“You always want the one you can't have.”

Kalina did not respond. “Take Octavius up on his offer,” she said. “The food's very good, and you'll need to keep your strength up. We've got a lot of work to do. And we can't have you passing out on the steppes.”

“Right,” said Justin.

And it would give her time to meet Jaegar on the balcony. She wasn't sure what she'd say to him when she got there – she was never sure. She could tell herself a hundred times that she was going to cut herself off from romance with all the vampires until she could settle her heart and soul and mind on one, but it was impossible. Even as a Carrier, she was not immune to the hot and honey-scented aura that seemed to surround all of them, that sparking of desire that left her a helpless prisoner to the calling of her own body.

And, of course, the Life's Blood, whose powers of restoring humanity would only work as long as she didn't give herself to any one of them.

“Stupid bloody curse,” she muttered as she went out to the courtyard. She saw a figure on the balcony, its face turned away from her, and went over to it. Just as well, she reasoned.

The figure turned to her. It was a vampire – she could tell by the pallor. He had red eyes and a hungry expression.

One of the servants? Kalina felt uneasy and took a step back, masquerading her chariness with feigned confusion. “Hey, have you seen Jaegar? I told him I'd meet him out here and I can't find him anywhere!” She gave a high, false laugh. “Oh, that Jaegar, always running off – never keeps a single appointment! Don't know how he...”

She managed to unhook her stake from her waistband, feeling her fingers curl around its handle.

“Didn't you hear?” The vampire sneered. “There was an alert going out. Some of Mal's men appeared on the steps – required all hands on deck, as it were.”

Kalina felt a sudden queasiness in the pit of her stomach.

“Or at least – that's what they all think.”

The vampire grinned, flashing sharp yellow teeth.

And then he attacked.
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Kalina stepped back, brandishing her stake high in the air. The vampire leered at her, his glistening red eyes wet with lascivious greed. His smile sickened her as he clambered towards her, revealing as he did so the fine points of the ugliest, most rotten set of teeth Kalina had ever seen. Kalina winced at the sight, her heart pounding faster from fear.

“I can hear that, sweetheart!” He leered. “The more afraid you get – the nicer it sounds. And it smells awfully good.”

“I'm not afraid!” Kalina lied.

“Don't deny it – I can hear every one of those delicious beats of your heart.” He ran towards her, but Kalina feinted to the right, climbing up onto one of the courtyard's many columns. She felt her body take over, her Life's Blood take control. She would not let one of these creatures subdue her – not this time or any other. She would survive. She closed her eyes as she jumped, her body sailing down to the bottom story of the courtyard.

“Not so fast!” The vampire sailed down after her. She could smell the scent of death on him – smelled the numbers he had killed. “I've come to make a profit, my pretty, and you're worth a lot more in vials than you are to me right now. Or come softly – I'll let you live for a while yet, so that you keep pumping.”

Kalina tackled him with a spinning kick to the groin. “Not....interested...” she declared through gritted teeth.

The vampire fell back, but he rose almost immediately, his lips contorting into a grim expression of hatred. “Quit causing trouble...” 

She prepared to charge him, her body prickling with rage as she raised her stake higher. “How about you quit digging around in places that aren't yours?”

Suddenly, she felt a great, whirring weight at her side. Before she could charge, another vampire had leaped out at her from behind.

“Come on, Tomas, she's mine!”

“Fortune favors the brave!” The second vampire had his arms tight around Kalina, squeezing her hands to her sides so that she could not struggle, only kick and scream in vain. “And the hungry, I should think. And she smells so good.”

Kalina struggled harder, trying to jam her stake into the vampire's leg. She could smell the ugliness, the hatred on his breath, and she closed her eyes as his teeth veered closer to the small pulsing throb at her throat.

Before the vampire could bite, however, he collapsed into dust, causing Kalina to tumble to the ground, her face and nostrils filled with noxious dust.

“That's my sister you're talking about!” Justin looked down from his stake to Kalina and back again, as if in wonder that so small a weapon could do such a great thing. His eyes widened in surprise. “Kalina, I did it!”

“Justin, watch out!” But it was too late. The first vampire, his eyes gleaming like rubies, had taken hold of him. Justin shouted in pain as the vampire raised him up from behind, so that he stood as a virtual shield between Kalina and the red-eyed vampire. Justin kicked and wrestled with the vampire, but it was no use. His stake fell to the ground with a clatter.

“How about you reconsider the whole coming quietly option?” The vampire laughed. “Or else I take this one before I take you. I've never had siblings before.”

“Run!” Justin was shouting, his elbows striking time and again against the vampire's cold, immobile chest. “Kalina, get out of here.”

Kalina's heart beat faster still. No, she told herself – she could not become afraid. She could not falter. She had to trust in the Life's Blood, in the dark beating pulse that threatened at every moment to take possession of her. She could feel it taking hold, feel it calling to be let in, feel her body shake and shiver as the Life's Blood demanded victory over its prey.

The world seemed to go dark as this other-Kalina, this new-Kalina took hold.

“I'm reconsidering.” Her expression darkened as the vampire's teeth poised over Justin's lightly tanned neck.

“Careful, or I'll just eat him right away...” The vampire laughed.

“Reconsidered.” With a flying leap, Kalina leaped onto the vampire, her body colliding with Justin's as she did so. Before the mass of bodies hit the floor, she swung her arm around Justin and the vampire together in what felt like an embrace, her stake plunging around the back into the vampire's spine. He crumbled immediately into dust as Kalina rapidly moved the stake away as they fell, managing to remove it from under Justin's chest just moments before they fell.

They collided with a harsh sound on the floor.

“Ow...” Justin rubbed his elbows, now skinned and covered in vampire-dust.

“That was a close call,” she sighed.

“You're telling me.” Justin rose.

“We'll need to get some bandages on those.” Pockets of blood were forming at his elbows and his knees, soaking through the skin.  

“Figures, doesn't it?” Justin gave a dark laugh. “We get attacked by vampires and I get hurt by falling over while you try to save me.”

“Better bled than dead,” said Kalina. “Now let's get upstairs. There might be more where these two are from.”

They ran back up to the top balcony, making their way to Octavius’ room.

They heard the sounds of footsteps in the courtyard, and Kalina's heart stopped short once again. “Who’s there?” She leaned over the balcony, her stake in hand. “If you've come for a piece of Life's Blood, I’m warning you, I’ll turn your miserable corpse to dust in as little time as...”

“It's us!” Jaegar's cheerful voice called from the courtyard as he and Octavius ascended the stairway. “We realized it was a trap as soon as we'd arrived.”

“I did tell you,” Octavius muttered.

“They managed to get past the guards,” said Octavius. “Who were diminished in number – we had taken some with us.”

“What happened?”

Jaegar sighed as the four of them entered Octavius’ rooms; Octavius quickly locked the door, after sweeping the rooms with his gaze for hidden vampires. 

“A servant girl arrived at the house – an unfamiliar one. Said she was the cook's niece, that a whole group of vampires had been spotted south of the palace, that they had already attacked and made mincemeat of the whole nearby village and that they were coming for us next.”

“By the time she led us to the village in question, she managed to vanish – how a creature can simply vanish in this steppes is beyond me, leaving us alone in the heart of a village in which there was not a soul – vampire or otherwise. And then we knew that something was wrong.”

“We hurried back as quickly as we could!” Jaegar insisted. “But we couldn't get our hands on that servant girl – whoever she was. Probably some little vampire minx sent by the enemy.”

“No, I don't think so,” said Octavius darkly. “No, I think she sent us for a reason.”

“What are you talking about?” Justin turned to him. “You said yourself there was nobody there?”

Octavius shook his head. “I said not a soul.” But he said no more.

Jaegar rushed to Kalina, covering her with kisses. She blushed – seeing Octavius and Justin both in the room was too much for her – but she did not stop him. “And when I think of how stupid I almost was,” Jaegar sighed. “How stupid I was – letting you here by yourself. You could have been killed.”

“We did all right on our own,” Justin clapped him on the shoulder – in part, Kalina thought, to keep him from pawing his sister as much as to reassure him. 

Jaegar turned around. “Really?”

“I mean, I wouldn't recommend leaving us alone with vampires – but we managed to polish off a few of them!”

“We?” Jaegar looked dubious.

“It's true!” said Kalina. “Justin saved my life – a vampire came out of nowhere while I was fighting another one, and he got it by surprise, straight in the back!”

Justin beamed with pleasure, his ears turning ever so slightly pink with embarrassment. “I'm not saying she didn't save my poor human behind a few seconds later,” he said. “The other one managed to get me – and she staked it just in time. Gave me a few nasty bruises though.”

Jaegar smiled. “It looks like your brother's good for something after all,” he said, turning to Kalina. His cocksure smile was enough to make her melt. 

“I doubted it for years and years,” she laughed. “Always figured Mom and Dad had him just to annoy me. But now I'm not so sure...” She grew quiet. Mom and Dad. Such strange, remote, mysterious figures now.

“And I haven't even got Life's Blood in me,” said Justin. “Just saying – you all have an unfair advantage.”

“Careful,” Octavius said darkly, “you're just asking to be turned.”

The group turned in surprise to face him. Never before had Kalina heard Octavius speak of such a thing – turning anybody, let alone Kalina's own brother, was a topic of great sensitivity for Octavius. But his face was unsmiling. 

“It was a joke, man!” Justin laughed uncomfortably. “I don't want to turn – no offense to all of you.”

“I shouldn't think you'd want to,” said Octavius. “But who knows what we might have to do – if what I think is true. That village made me realize – this place, this beginning of our journey, could not be in a more unfortunate location. These steppes are ancient – the powers here are ancient. And an attack on the palace so soon means that we have been detected. And that one far more powerful than I am is against us.”

“What are you talking about?” Justin asked.

Octavius sighed. “We may need to turn whomever we can get,” he said. “I will spare you for now, Justin – out of respect to Kalina, and to our friendship.” His expression grew grim. “But if you were not Kalina's brother, if you were not dear to her, I would consider doing to you what I have in the course of my life done to many humans with potential to save our kind – against their will. Not out of cruelty, you understand, but out of necessity. The greater good.”

He sat before them. “Mongolia is an ancient place, and here there is a vampire who is older than Mal, older even than Nikolai – my oldest and dearest friend – older than my maker Isaiah. His name is Molotov. In my time at the Consortium I heard his name mentioned. As a friend or as an enemy, none of us knew. We knew he was powerful and remote, and had no interest in our petty Western dealings. Whether he wished for order or chaos we did not know. We knew nothing about him but that he rejected all emissaries, and threatened or killed those who refused. And now we know something about him – at long last. For I doubt this place has any renegades – not if Molotov is as powerful as he was, and I don't doubt he is even as powerful now as then”

“What's that?” Justin turned to him.

“He wants Kalina.”
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“Oh, hell no!” Jaegar stood up. “If we're in enemy territory, we need to scrap the plan. We need to get out of here, and fast! I'm not willing to risk my hide – not to mention Kalina's – going toe to toe in our present condition. We haven't got any soldiers – we're on the run, not in any position to attack.”

“Calm down, Jaegar,” said Octavius. “I haven't finished yet. Jaegar – that village we were in. It did not feel...normal to you, did it?”

Jaegar shuffled his feet. “Well – no...”

“Something uncanny about it?”

Jaegar nodded. “Something about that girl – you saw it too, didn't you, Octavius? It reminded me of a place I'd been long ago. I went to Thailand about two hundred years ago to scout out vampire recruits for Octavius. It was a busy place then – chaotic, noisy. Western merchants and Eastern peasants – so much was going on. But as I walked along the shores into the jungle one day, I found myself in a place of...no, peace isn't the right word. Silence. Solitude. Where I felt more alone than I had ever felt before in all my hundreds of years alive. But yet I was not alone – I felt that rather I was surrounded by something that both was and was not...existing. That was and was not alive, was and was not dead. It was the strangest feeling, and I remember it still. I remember leaving the village as quickly as I could, convinced nothing but danger or worse could be found there. And I never had such a sensation again. Not until tonight. That village the girl took us to...it wasn't...it was empty, but it wasn't empty. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Jaegar,” Octavius nodded. “I understand completely. I thought the same thing. I have been to such places – places that feel as if they are on the edge of the world. Deep in the Russian mountains, for example, I have seen a village such as this one. And a strange sight it was.”

“I don't understand,” Kalina broke in. “What do you mean, dead or alive?”

“In Mongolia,” Octavius began, “there are many villages scattered along the steppes. Few outsiders have ever seen such a village; fewer still have lived long enough to make it back to their homes. I am not surprised that there might be, among these villages, one which all have forgotten. Time and chance. All except for the ghosts.”

“That girl....” Jaegar furrowed his brow. “She told me I had to help her. She said vampires were attacking her village, that I had to follow – but...nobody! And yet she felt so real. She didn't sound like she was lying.”

Octavius gave a knowing smile. “I know you are an old vampire, Jaegar,” he said. “But you are still young yet. And you can still experience new things. A rare pleasure, I think, for a vampire. And one I too am encountering. For I have heard of such things, Jaegar, but never have I before experienced them. I believe that, Jaegar, you have encountered a ghost village. And a particularly pained one at that – one that has suffered an incredible loss, experienced incredible pain – at the hands of renegades or else Molotov's men.”

“Ghosts?” Jaegar scoffed. “Humans can't have ghosts; why, they're barely more than...” He looked around at Justin and Kalina. “I mean, of course humans have some life force. But...ghosts? Humans aren't nearly so special as to have supernatural powers. And those vampires showing up just in time when we left?”

“They may have attempted a false alarm,” said Octavius. “But that girl, I believe, was real. Although that does not excuse our absence. Real or not, we owe it to luck that Justin was able to help stave off – stake off, rather – the vampires while we were gone. Of course, it was a good deal more than luck – the boy has shown skill.”

Justin smiled again. “Well, Jaegar did teach me which points were more susceptible to pressure. And I am a doctor – I know something about the anatomy. Corpse or otherwise. I knew where to stake the first time in – and I had the element of surprise. If it had come to proper combat I would've been a goner....”

His voice trailed off. There, standing before them – having glided straight through the door Octavius had so carefully locked – was a young girl. Her bones protruded through her translucent skin; her waifish frame was made all the thinner by the masses of matted black hair that hung around her head. Her eyes were wide and seemed to suck all the light from the room. She looked about fifteen years old, yet in her eyes there was a sense of agelessness. She had lived far longer than her fifteen years.

“Why did you run?” She floated towards them. “I told you we needed protection – why did you not heed us? I was leading you there when you stopped believing me and ran back.”

“You see!” Jaegar crowed. “See, there was a girl – she was convincing.”

“She's no vampire plant, either,” said Octavius softly. “No, I can see that. You're telling the truth, aren't you, little girl?”

She gave him an enigmatic smile. “I told you the first time,” she said. “Vampires are attacking our village. They are not far off now, and if you do not hold them off there they will come to your palace, and then they will attack you and kill all of you.” She turned directly to Kalina, and Kalina felt the little girl's eyes boring into her soul. This girl knew something – she saw through Kalina's skin to the blood and soul beneath. Kalina felt uneasy as the girl gave her a long searching look. 

“The Life's Blood girl,” the girl said. “But you're more than that, aren't you?”

Kalina said nothing.

“But you must come with me,” said the girl. “We have been waiting for you – vampires and humans alike. My family and friends require your presence. You see, we have been waiting for you. For a very, very long time.”
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The four of them followed the girl. With a wry, soft smile, the girl beckoned them forth, leading them out onto the balcony, down the steps into the courtyard, and out the gates once more. It was still dark, but the first cresting of dawn could almost be seen on the horizon, as the inky black night gave way to slivers of crimson and gold. Octavius and Jaegar slid their Life's Blood rings onto their fingers and continued onwards.

The girl led them across the steppes. Where could they be going, Kalina wondered? The expanses seemed so wide and so empty – surely there couldn't be anything at all here, living or dead, only this vast emptiness that filled Kalina with a strange sense of vertigo. Being so far away from civilization, so isolated, made her ever more aware of the strangeness of her situation. She and Justin were both getting tired, their muscles aching more and more with every step they took.

She should have been preparing for Freshman Orientation at Yale; she should have been home, packing her bags, picking out dormitory wall posters at the local Video Store in California. There was so much that she had expected of the summer before her college matriculation. But here she was, in the desolate and deserted steppes of the eastern reaches of Mongolia, with two vampires and her brother, following the pale shade of a ghost-girl. How strange it all was, thought Kalina. How strange it would continue to be.

At last they came to a gorge – what looked like a sheer drop in the steppes – jutting out precipitously from the ends of the desert. Kalina could hear running water. They climbed down the edge of the gorge, a narrow rock-path leading them further and further down, and presently they came to a river.

“No human knows these places,” the girl said as they continued onwards.

Eventually Kalina and Justin grew tired, and the two vampires carried them – Octavius, who was stronger, though weary, taking the heavier Justin, and Jaegar seizing Kalina. Yet the girl did not seem to need carrying. She floated on ahead, faster and faster. In silence they continued forwards and climbed. The area around the gorge was far greener than the steppes – tangles of jungle vines grew up and down the sides of the gorge, their roots extending to the very banks of the bubbling river along which they walked. This was no ordinary walk, Kalina knew – something felt different about where they were going. Something strange. The way the river had just appeared – out of nowhere, it seemed! The way the greenery was growing in this desolate land. Something was up.

They came presently to the foot of a cluster of small mountains. They were silent as the girl led them onwards once more. They passed villages like the one Jaegar had described – empty places filled with houses. But, despite the lack of people, the villages seemed to be...what was it, Kalina wondered? Alive? There were marketplaces with colorful fabrics and silks hanging from the stalls, aromatic spices in great bowls, all kinds of ceramic and porcelain on display, as if for sale, alongside handicrafts and weaving. But there was nobody buying. Nobody selling. Only these empty stalls filled high with goods.

Kalina shuddered. Was Octavius sure that, wherever they were going, it was safe?

Yet as they rose higher, to a place surrounded by what appeared to be the ruins of an ancient cave city, they heard something all the stranger for its very normalcy in the heart of such isolation: a human scream.

“What's going on?”

Jaegar and Octavius turned to see a group of shrieking children running towards him. A woman was wailing and beating her breast, stumbling as she tried to run. Men were running to and fro with stakes, their terrified eyes scanning the air. They seemed not to notice the group, so intent were they on finding the source of their fear.

And then Kalina spotted them. Three vampires – their pale faces set upon murder – came flying towards them, their fangs bared. These were not outsider vampires like Jaegar and Octavius, turned much further west. They were from this place, their faces not unlike the faces of the people they chased, and they were dressed in traditional eastern clothing. Kalina's heart sank. Had these vampires been turned from this very village?

But she had no time to mourn or feel pity. They would have to fight. The villagers were crying and screaming. Kalina noted that the village's cows and sheep were lying on their sides, already gutted, fang-marks on their bodies. Vampires didn't like animal blood, she knew. So why bother harming the livestock? Unless they wished their prey to suffer – those that they did not eat would themselves know starvation. The thought disgusted her.

One vampire was yelling to the others in a tongue Kalina did not understand.

Octavius blanched with anger. “He's telling the others not to eat yet. They want to have more fun tormenting them first.” He sighed. “Stop!” he cried, stepping forth, placing his broad chest between himself and the villagers. The vampires made no sign of stopping and so he shouted again, this time choosing words in a language Kalina did not understand. But she could tell what he was saying – he was making it clear that he wanted them to back off.

They laughed and shrugged off his concern. At last one of them, in halting English, spoke. “This is our village,” he said. “Go find your own pack to enslave.”

“I don't think you understand me.” Octavius stepped forth, removing his stakes from his cloak. “I have ordered you – by the law of the Consortium – to stop tormenting these people. Let them go.”

Jaegar nudged Kalina. “Something's weird here,” he said. “These aren't ghosts – they're flesh and blood, look! I can smell it.”

And indeed, Kalina noted, these people looked just as human as she or Justin did. “But then what happened to the girl?” She looked around for the pale, translucent figure, but the girl had vanished. “So, these vampires?”

“Real too,” Jaegar made a face. “I can smell it. But they won't be real for very much longer if Octavius has anything to say about it.”

Octavius was standing off with the vampires, attempting some negotiations in vain. But Kalina knew that Octavius’ patience would not be worn down much longer. Soon he would do what he had to do and attack. She stood on guard, her stake in hand. “Then that girl...” she whispered to Jaegar. “She wanted us here...”

“She said it was her village,” Justin said.

“Then maybe it was,” Kalina shrugged. “Once. A long time ago. And maybe she's looking out for it still.”

“That wasn't an ordinary girl, that's for sure,” said Justin. “Whatever these people are – that girl...I mean, nobody travels that fast. Even with Octavius carrying me and Jaegar carrying you, we had to rush to keep up.”

“Listen, fool!” One of the three vampires crowed. “We have spent centuries feeding off this village. Once it was ripe with people – delicious fat bodies from which to suck blood! Now there are only a few people left – and we intend to breed them all for food and eat them ourselves. There is not enough to share!”

“I shouldn't wonder,” Octavius’ anger was mixed with a more intellectual irritation. “If you insist on eviscerating their livestock...”

“No sharing!” The other vampire bared his teeth.

“I'll give you one last chance to live, fellow brethren,” said Octavius. “My name is Octavius. I am general of the Consortium. If you leave here peacefully, I will grant you full rights within my ranks – guaranteed vampire wine...”

“The Consortium!” One of the vampires laughed. “We have heard of your Consortium. It's barely anything any longer – did not the vampire Malvolio kill most of your leaders, and plenty of your men?”

“And even if it was still worth joining,” one vampire said, “Why bother? We don't want to be confined to the army. We want to do what we want. Right now we are free. Why be a meek little soldier in some other vampire's army when we can be the Kings of this village?”

The third vampire said nothing, but only scowled.

They looked around, but Octavius had managed to distract them long enough to allow the majority of the villagers to run off.

“Very well,” Octavius gave a weary sigh. “You did have your chance! But of course, you had to be stupid...” With that, he swept forth, baring his fangs as he rushed one of the vampires. Charging forth, he held out a fist, punching straight into the vampire's torso, his fingers colliding with the vampire's still heart. He sunk his teeth into the vampire's neck as he withdrew his hand, just in time for the vampire to collapse into ash.

“What the...” the second vampire cried.  

Octavius laughed with false joviality. “What, did I forget to mention these?” He held up his fingers. On each was a ring – each ring, excepting the Life's Blood ring, equipped with a wooden point. When applied with enough force, it appeared, such rings could function together as a stake.

Before the second vampire could react, Octavius had set upon him too, his hands tight around the vampire's neck, ready to wrench the head from the body.

“No, wait!” The third vampire, who had been hitherto silent, broke in. “Mercy, mercy! It is not our fault. We have no desire for this work – you see, we have been ordered to it. We are Kings of this little village, but we are vassals of the Powerful One, the one who has assigned us here, given us this land in exchange for our obedience, the production of slaves.”

“Is this true?” Octavius whirled on the vampire he held fast in his grip. “If you are lying, I warn you...”

“It's true!” the second vampire whimpered. “The Powerful One requires a certain number of victims every year. We are just following orders.”

“Funny,” Octavius muttered. “You were proud enough to be Kings a second ago.”

“We were fools!” The third vampire cried. “We didn't mean it – honestly we didn't!”

“Very well.” Octavius loosened his grip, sending the vampire clattering to the ground. “On one condition. Tell me the name of this Powerful One who commands you.”

The vampire shuddered. “He is so powerful, he will hear his name mentioned and come to find us. I don't dare.”

Octavius reminded the vampire, with a hard thwack to the forehead, that he was wearing rings cut with wood-points.

“Okay! Okay!” The vampire shook with fear. “M-m-molotov.”

“Molotov,” Octavius grimaced. “Just as I thought. This will be a difficult campaign, I fear.” He turned to the vampires. “Go out hunting,” he said. “Not for humans – for food, to replace the livestock you have killed. Wild pigs or boars, chickens – give them food so they do not starve! If you try to run and do not return, I promise you that I will find you. And I should let you know that I don't give my men any second chances.”

Kalina stared at Octavius with admiration. Even now he was so strong, so powerful – his soldier's gait so believable. Who could have known that he was capable of such kindness, such passionate tenderness, behind closed doors? If only they were alone...

The vampires fled, and Octavius scanned the area for the vanished villagers. They were hiding in their homes or behind bushes or rocks, evidently too afraid of this powerful vampire to come out. “It's all right!” Octavius called. “You're safe.” But these words, coming as they did from the mouth of a vampire, hardly seemed convincing.

Kalina decided she had better intervene. She approached one of the women huddled in a tent a few paces off. The woman's eyes widened with surprise as Kalina passed easily over the threshold without being invited.

“Don't be afraid...” But the woman evidently did not understand English.

Kalina pointed to herself. “Human?” She tried.

The woman still looked confused.

She tried again. “Vampire!” Kalina said, before shaking head to indicate no. “Not vampire.” She showed the woman her wrist and pressed her pulse to the woman's ear.

The woman looked relieved. She seized Kalina's hand and kissed it.

“Kalina,” she pointed to herself. She pointed to her brother. “Justin,” she said.

“Kalina,” the woman sounded out the name, nodding. “Justin.”

Kalina beckoned to the woman to come out into the open. The woman shook her head furiously, pointing at Octavius and shuddering. “Vampire.”

“But they're good vampires!” Kalina protested, before realizing that the woman did not understand. She smiled gently at the woman before exiting the house and going to Octavius and Jaegar, taking their hands, trying to show the woman that she was not afraid of them.

Octavius turned to the woman, who cowered at the threshold, and bent down gently, saying something to her in her native tongue.

“What are you saying?” Justin broke in.

“I'm telling her that I mean no harm, that I'm not going to hurt her, that I am a friend of the human Kalina.”

“Tell them I'm a doctor!” said Justin. “I can bandage the wounds.”

He crossed into the house and went over to a small child, which was bleeding profusely from the shoulder. Tearing his shirt, Justin began to fashion a bandage, wrapping the cloth tightly around the afflicted area. The woman beamed and seemed to calm down a little. She said something to Octavius, then tentatively exited her house. When Octavius made no attempt to bite or kill her, she relaxed somewhat and even smiled.

She said something to the group, and although Kalina could not understand the words, her meaning was clear. Thank you, she was saying, as she fell to Octavius’ feet, kissing his hand.

And then Kalina heard her own name mentioned.

“What's that?” She turned to Octavius.

Octavius frowned. “She says she knows you,” he said. “That she's been waiting for you.”

“Me?”

And in the Mongolian woman's wide, terrified eyes, Kalina saw something like recognition. What did this woman want – and how did they know her?
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As the sun rose purple and orange above the parched Mongolian steppes, Kalina, Jaegar, Justin, and Octavius set themselves to work. There was a great deal to be done – several of the children had been injured and half-drunk; women and men alike had fang-bite wounds that had become infected. Justin did what he could to ease the pain and stop the bleeding, and Octavius and Jaegar each gave a morsel of their blood to help speed up the process of healing. But it was long work. There were about fifty villagers – of which fifteen or so were children – and each needed medical attention. Octavius translated for the others as Kalina tried to make herself understood in mime, pointing to herself and to various parts of the body, trying to ascertain where different injuries were, where to heal.

“I think it's better if you go a bit further off,” said Kalina to the vampires. “You're making them nervous.”

“We mean no harm,” said Jaegar, but he knew that she was right. The villagers had agreed, warily, to come out of their homes, but the presence of Jaegar and Octavius seemed to be filling them with wariness. The two vampires agreed, and set off for the outskirts of the village, where they sat to wait for Justin and Kalina to finish. Kalina felt her muscles ache. She had not slept in days, she realized – everything had happened so quickly. She had fought again Mal, flown to Mongolia, fought off a few vampires, and now here she was, tending the wounds of villagers in a remote village few outsiders had ever seen. Everything seemed strange and overwhelming to her; her body cried out in exhaustion for release. She wanted, more than anything, to lie down, to sleep. But she could not. There was no time for that.

As her eyelids fluttered shut while she was tending to one little boy, she forced herself awake. No time for sleepiness now, she told herself! No time for rest. She had the vague sense in her bones that it would be a very, very long time indeed before she was able to rest. But this was the work she had chosen, Kalina thought – or at the very least, the work that life had chosen for her. Staying up all night with vampires, traveling the world, tending to villagers in far-off lands – this was her life now. Yale suddenly seemed very far away. Had she really ever once dreamed of nothing more than an Ivy League diploma and a Varsity sweatshirt? Those visions seemed so paltry compared to the life-or-death struggles she now participated in every day.

Kalina caught sight of a small girl huddled in a corner. She had not come forth like the others to receive medical attention, but rather curled up in a ball, holding her knees to her chest, shaking softly. Kalina could see that her wounds were not great – she had only scraped her knees when running from one of the vampires – but she went over nonetheless. The girl could not have been more than twelve years old, Kalina thought – yet she was so willowy and slender she looked younger still. But her eyes still maintained a proud, soft beauty: no matter how much this girl had suffered, the strength and loveliness of her gaze shone through.

“What's your name?” Kalina asked gently, although she did not expect much understanding. She pointed to herself again. “Kalina,” she said, with a small smile. She pointed to the girl.

The girl looked her up and down. At last she pointed to herself. “Nola,” she said.

“Pretty name.” Kalina smiled at the girl, repeating the name back to her. “Nola!”

The girl gave a shy grin back. “Nola!”

She came closer to Kalina. But as she approached, Kalina felt a strange prickling in her blood. It was a tiny feeling, nearly imperceptible, certainly not as strong as the last time – but it was there, all the same. The sense that Life's Blood was in the air. Kalina felt a strange sense of recognition as this girl approached. Kalina looked closely at the girl. Was she a Carrier, too? The girl squirmed under Kalina's intent gaze.

Kalina went over to Jaegar and Octavius, who were standing at the edge of the village, scanning the horizon for the vampires they had sent forth for the hunt.

“Something weird just happened,” she said quietly, not wanting to alarm the girl. “That girl over there, Nola. When she came close...I felt something.”

“Like a Life's Blood something?” asked Jaegar.

“I don't know – maybe.” Kalina furrowed her brow. “Whatever it was, it was weird.”

The vampires returned to the village center, approaching the girl. She whimpered under their gaze and retreated back into her house.

“Don't be afraid!” Kalina knelt down next to the girl, speaking as gently as she could. But the smell was stronger now. Was it coming from the girl? Kalina couldn't tell. But she could sense the presence of Life's Blood in the air.  The scent was stronger now, more immediate. If it wasn't coming from the girl, where was it coming from?

At that moment, one of the two vampires whom Octavius had sent away to find food return, an enormous wild boar slung over his shoulders. He didn't look particularly happy about his newfound role as Octavius’ lackey, but he bowed deeply as he laid down the boar at Octavius’ feet. “Master...” he said, through gritted teeth.

“Very good.” A look of grim satisfaction appeared on Octavius’ face. “I take it you have decided to join us, then.”

“I'm not stupid,” said the vampire. “I know on which side my bread is buttered.”

Jaegar turned to Justin. “Looks like we might not need to turn you after all,” he said. “We've got a few on our side already if we need to fight Molotov.”

Justin turned pale. “Let's hope it stays that way,” he said. 

Kalina felt the familiar prickling once again. But
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